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The strongest guerrilla offensive in Colombia's nearly 40-year insurgency has left nearly 100 dead,
scores wounded, and more than 60 soldiers taken hostage. In addition, a two- month-long protest by
coca growers and campesinos, which the government claims is also orchestrated by the guerrillas,
shows no sign of abating.
As of Sept. 4, sporadic guerrilla attacks continued, and various regions of the country remained
isolated after guerrillas erected barricades on several highways and threatened to attack publictransportation vehicles. The most serious situation was in Santander department in northeast
Colombia, particularly in the capital of that department, Bucaramanga, and in Barrancabermeja,
the country's most important oil city. Those cities were effectively paralyzed because the Ejercito
de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) and the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC)
threatened to retaliate unless all vehicular activity was halted. Also affected were the departments of
Arauca on the northeastern border with Venezuela, and Putumayo on the southeastern border with
Ecuador.
In the latter department, the FARC has said travel will be blocked until Sept. 12 in support of the
work stoppages in that area by coca growers and campesinos. During the height of the guerrilla
offensive Aug. 30- Sept. 1, coordinated attacks were carried out throughout the country. The worst
incident took place Aug. 30, when FARC guerrillas destroyed the army base at Delicias in the remote
jungle area of Putumayo. More than 27 soldiers were killed in the raid, with another 20 wounded.
In addition to the dead and wounded, the FARC took 67 soldiers captive. On Sept. 3, they issued
a press release calling for international mediation to arrange the release of the "prisoners of war."
Pedro Rubiano, archbishop of Bogota; former foreign minister Augusto Ramirez Ocampo; and
former senator Alvaro Leyva offered to mediate. They, along with Defense Minister Juan Carlos
Esguerra and delegates of the Red Cross, will receive the captives when they are released, which
is expected within the next few days. Mediation was coordinated by the Comision de Conciliacion
Nacional (CCN), a group working on the peace process through the Catholic bishops' conference
(Conferencia Episcopal Colombiana, CEC). During the offensive, attacks and combat were also
reported in the capital, Bogota, and 12 of Colombia's 32 departments.
Government authorities attributed most of the actions during the offensive to the FARC, the oldest
and largest of Colombia's armed insurgent groups. "This has been two days of madness and blood,"
said Defense Minister Esguerra. He said guerrillas launched their "spiral of terrorism" in reprisal
for government efforts to wipe out illicit coca- leaf plantations in Putumayo and other southern
departments. However, he vowed that there would be no turning back on the US-backed eradication
program. In the weeks prior to the offensive, hope had once again been raised for the peace process.
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A letter proposing new peace talks was sent from FARC commander Manuel Marulanda, also
known as "Tirofijo," to Ramirez Ocampo. It was the first call from Marulanda for peace talks in four
years.
Nevertheless, on Aug. 18, the military turned down the FARC's proposal and downplayed the
group's military strength. Ramirez Ocampo said the letter renewed the hope for peace, and he
pointed out that military solutions to end the longest running insurgency in Latin America had
clearly failed. "As never before, we are in a spiral of violence of brutal proportions," said Ramirez
Ocampo.
Also, on Aug. 29, ELN leaders offered to initiate a moratorium in that group's attacks on oil
installations as a step toward peace negotiations. The FARC, the ELN, and the Ejercito Popular de
Liberacion (EPL) are the three major Colombian rebel groups. However, following the massive
offensive, Colombian President Ernesto Samper said the government would "respond with war, not
with peace," to the guerrillas, and he said the counteroffensive would be directed by Gen. Harold
Bedoya, commander of the army. Although he rejected any moves toward peace talks, at the same
time Samper proposed measures to "humanize" the conflict. "The lamentable events we have
experienced in the last 24 hours prove that barbarism has no limits," said Samper. "At this time,
neither a climate nor an outlook for dialogue or contact exists." He added that the rebel attacks
"show us that they want to continue their escalation of violence, not sit at the negotiating table."
On Sept. 2, Esguerra also dismissed the possibility of reopening a dialogue with the guerrillas. "One
thing is to dialogue in the midst of war and another is when the guerrillas send letters expressing a
desire in this regard and then proceed to carry out 26 simultaneous attacks throughout the country,"
said Esguerra. "That shows that the subversive organizations have no desire for peace." In addition
to the new outbreak of guerrilla violence, the government is also facing serious problems from
the campesinos. For the past two months, close to 100,000 coca growers and campesinos have
been staging protests in the departments of Putumayo, Caqueta, Guainia, Meta, and Guaviare,
demanding an end to the government's forced eradication of coca fields. The protesters are also
demanding services such as roads, electricity, potable water, and health care. The government has
recently accelerated its eradication program in part to repair its severely damaged relations with the
US.
The US has stepped up pressure, including decertifying Colombia as a country "fully cooperating"
with US anti-drug efforts and canceling Samper's US visa. Although Samper was exonerated by the
Colombian legislature of charges that he accepted campaign contributions from the drug cartels,
the US called the hearings a "whitewash" (see NotiSur, 06/21/96, 07/19/96, and 08/09/96). However,
the campesino's protests, which frequently met violent repression from authorities and resulted
in at least 15 deaths, have successfully thwarted the government's ability to meet its ambitious
eradication goal.
The problem of the coca growers has developed over the past 15 years in Colombia, but the
seriousness of the situation only became evident when, in early July, 120,000 campesinos from
Guaviare, Putumayo, and Caqueta began a work stoppage to protest the forced-eradication
program. The campesinos insist that the government is carrying out the eradication but ignoring
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its promises of providing low- interest loans and technical assistance to plant other crops. The
campesinos say that, without significant help, they cannot successfully make the transition to other
crops and still survive. However, according to Agriculture Minister Cecilia Lopez, the guerrillas and
the drug traffickers are competing with the government to give credit to the campesinos, especially
in southern Colombia, the site of the most extensive coca fields.
Lopez insisted that, in the South, "the drug lords are the minister of agriculture." Lopez said a
significant decrease has occurred in the number of applications for credit from the government,
indicating that the campesinos are getting their financing from the guerrillas and drug traffickers.
In late August, the government signed an agreement with campesino leaders in Putumayo that
pledged increased social programs in exchange for an end to the protests. However, critics charge
that the government repeatedly makes promises to the campesinos to end an immediate crisis, but
does not follow through.
In any case, the agreement did not end the debate over forced eradication, which remains a
potentially explosive source of tension. The government claims that the protests are being directed
by the guerrillas, who, it says, have moved into drug trafficking to finance their organizations. But
many grassroots groups working with the campesinos say the coca growers are mostly small farmers
who were displaced from other regions by the violence or unemployment and came to the area
where their only hope of eking out a living is growing coca leaves or poppies. They find themselves
exploited by the guerrillas, the drug traffickers, and the government.
As the crisis drags on without resolution, the government is concerned that the protests in Guaviare,
Putumayo, and Caqueta will spread to the rest of the country. "The coca problem is metastasizing,"
said Lopez. Other government officials also indicated that the situation is spiraling out of control.
On Sept. 4, Brig. Gen. Luis Humberto Pineda said that in Colombia today "an undeclared civil
war exists." And, Bogota Mayor Antanas Mockus, a severe critic of Samper, said that the wave of
violence is carrying the country along the road to "vietnamization." Mockus said the country has two
ways to address the challenge of the war: "convert Colombia into a Vietnam or find peace through a
process of total disarmament."
Meanwhile, the leader of the ELN, Spanish ex-priest Manuel Perez, said peace talks would be
difficult, but not impossible. The ELN wants to "build a more just, human, and egalitarian society,
where hunger does not exist, but education, health care, housing, work, and well-being exist for
everyone," said Perez. "Capitalism does not solve the problems of the majority." Analysts say the
present situation has significant and dangerous differences from previous crises. In the past, the
guerrillas often carried out attacks while calling for peace talks to demonstrate their strength before
eventual negotiations.
However, this time what appears to be behind the attacks is a radicalization of the conflict. The
guerrillas have radicalized their opposition to Samper, whom they consider corrupt, weak, and
illegitimate. Meanwhile, the armed forces have also radicalized their position, pushing for a military
solution. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 08/07/96; Notimex, 08/31/96; New York Times, 08/04/96,
08/27/96, 09/02,96; Reuter, 08/18/96, 08/31/96, 09/02/96; Agence France- Presse, 09/01/96, 09/03/96;
Spanish news service EFE, 09/03/96, 09/04/96, 09/05/96)
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